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Sea Bird Crisis - Phillip Island 

Over the last 8-10 years there has been growing concern within the Norfolk Island 

community regarding the impacts of purple Swamphens (Porphyrio) on Phillip Island sea 

bird colonies. It is recognised that swamphens are one of a number of pressures being 

exerted, and that all long term management must be based upon a sound scientific basis. 

A recent inspection visit to Phillip Island has confirmed there is a need for urgent action to 

avoid total destruction of the Phillip Island seabird colonies. The visit was in the company of 

Assistant Secretary Dr Judy West, Ornithologist consultant Mr Luis Ortez Catedral, Mr Derek 

Ball of the international conservation group Wildmob, and Park rangers Mr Joel Christian 

and Ms Cassandra Jones on the 28th October 2014. The crisis has also been worked through 

with Endangered Species Commissioner Mr Gregory Andrews who was able to accompany 

us to the Phillip Island landing. 

The decline in seabird activity is stark for breeding season time of year, giving the 

impression of mid-winter when most species of seabirds have migrated. 

Facts are: 

 At least five species of seabird have been severely  impacted: 

Grey Ternlet - Procelsterna albivitta  

Australasian Gannet - Morus serrator 

Masked Booby - Sula dactylatra 

Red Tailed Tropic Bird - Phaethon rubicaudra 

Sooty Tern - Sterna fuscata 

 One species (Morus serrator) has been completely lost to the Phillip/Norfolk Island 

region. 

 One species (Sterna fuscata) has been progressively colonising the northern 

coastline of Norfolk Island as the decline on Phillip Island gathered pace. 

 Evidence of swamphens can be found across the length and width of Phillip Island. 



 Almost no other predators are present on Phillip Island. (One Kestrel - Falco 

cenchroides) seen resting on a rock. Seabirds have co-existed in the region with 

kestrels for decades with negligible effect. 

 The camera monitored Sooty Tern egg collection exclusion zone has fared no better 

than other parts of the island. In 2013 visitors to the island recorded greater 

swamphen activity in the exclusion zone, with the observation offered that reduced 

human presence was an advantage for the swamphens. 

In light of these alarming facts I am proposing that there be a joint response effort between 

the Norfolk Island Government and National Park Management to address the increasing 

swamphen activity. 

As Minister responsible I would be willing to issue permits under the Birds Protection Act 

1913 to National Parks (who also have similar provisions under the EPBC Act) and to the 

Norfolk Island Administration to cull an agreed prescribed number of swamphen. This would 

enable National Park personnel to control the predators on Phillip Island, while the Norfolk 

Island Parks and Forestry Service can affect controls in the Kingston wetlands that are 

known to be prime breeding grounds for the swamphen.  

This interim intervention would allow for any wider issue research that may be identified as 

necessary and flags responsible and proactive approach. 

Swamphens are great waders and runners. When disturbed they much prefer to run or hide 
than to fly. However when pushed, they are strong fliers and can fly long distances if 
needed. Swamphens lack webbed feet, but are good swimmers and have good balance in 
water, on land or in trees. Swamphens are aggressive and will attack, particularly, the chicks 
of other species.  

The culling of Swamphens on Great Barrier Island by the New Zealand Department of 
Conservation has been a major part of the programme to restore the population of little 
brown teal. Swamphens have good hearing and eyesight, and can be very challenging to 
hunt once they are wised up to hunting, often posting a sentry in a high position while the 
others feed.  However, in low light and/or high winds they are easier to approach.  Trapping 
would be done with a shortened version of the trip traps commonly used as cat traps. 

It has also been reported that swamphens at Phillip Island are now severely impacting on 

the Carpobrotus glaucescens (commonly known as pigface or ice plant). This is of concern as 

Carpobrotus is a vital revegetation plant, one of the few that can cope with Phillip Island’s 

extreme conditions. This development is not surprising as the depleted seabird colonies are 

no longer able to provide the moisture the swamphens are seeking.  
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